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This paper revisits the notion of contlict in the community and then
discusses a relatively new strategy for dealing with community conflict
that is gaining popularity: alternative dispute resolution (ADR),
particularly mediation. While ADRs are not entirely new, there has been
a renewed interest in them as viable strategies for community
development and public policy education. Conflict in communities is
ubiquitous and should demand greater attention by rural sociologists,
particularly those involved in community development. Environmental
mediation is a strategy through which rural sociologists can effectively
assist a community in resolving conflict Furthermore, as rural
INTRODUCTION
sociologists study and practice environmental mediation, they can provide
their colleagues, as well as communities, with a deeper understanding of
community conflict and the value of mediation in resolving differences.
Since environmental mediation is consistent with principles of good
practice in community development, it also is a useful tool for the
community development practitioner. Environmental mediation is a
viable area for research, teaching, and Extension education.

Contrary to our conception of community as idyllic, community
conflict is often present and visible. Conflict can emerge over land use,
preservation of agricultural lands, property rights, school district
consolidations, hazardous waste disposal, nuclear power plants, and the

This article is a revised version of the presidential address delivered at the annual meeting of
the Southern Rural Sociological Association, 1995. Thomas W. Ilvento is an Associate Professor
in the Department of Food and Resource Economics at the University of Delaware. The author
would like to recognize the contributions of reviewers John Allen and Lori Garkovich.
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location of Walmarts, to name a few issues. The presence of conflict in
communities has not always been seen as an opportunity for rural
sociologists and the institutions in which they serve. While conflict in
community sociology and community development has long been
considered fascinating, it is not without its own controversy. Depending
upon the perspective, conflict has been viewed as both dysfunctional and
functional, a curse and an opportunity, a situation in which all hope is lost
and one in which true change can begin (Alinsky, 1971;Coleman, 1957;
Daley & Kettner, 1981; Khinduka, 1977; Robinson, 1989).
Those who work in community development and actively engage
in community discourses realize quickly that conflict can be expected in
communiw life. However, academics and Extension professionals often
have difficulty defining their role in these disputes. A few have opted for
radical involvement, but most take stances from guarded involvement as
a "neutral observer" to complete avoidance.
This paper seeks to revisit the notion of conflict in the community
and then move on to discuss a relatively new strategy for dealing with
community conflict that is gaining popularity: alternative dispute
resolution (ADR), particularly mediation. It discusses this strategy in the
framework of community and community development, recognizing that
conflict is a known and expected outcome of community interaction.
Given the presence of conflict, I move on to suggest that the essence of
community development calls for some involvement of community
development specialists and practitioners in helping community members
deal with conflict. Mediation and other forms of ADR are thus viable
strategies for community development and public policy education.
Finally, I will also explore the roles rural sociologists can play in
mediation through research, teaching, and extension.
CONFLICT
Social conflict has been defined as "a behavioral threat by one
party directed at territory--rights, interests, or privileges--of another
party" (Robinson, 1989, p. 89). According to Coleman (1957), most
conflict occurs because of differences over economic issues, power or
authority, or cultural values and beliefs. The latter includes race and
ethnocentrism. These areas of differences reflect the types of conflict
identified by Howard (1974), which are substantive conflict (over scarce

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jrss/vol12/iss1/5

2

Ilvento: Conflict in the Community: A Challenge for Land Grant Universitie

resources), symbolic
conflict
(over
symbolic
issues),
ideological
conflict,
(1956),
relations,
the environment,
the
seen
in of
disputes
over
abeen
microcosm
society,
wasland
based
more
on consensus
and
andthe
cultural
conflict.
expanded
upon
work
of
Geog
Simmel
in looking
atthat
the function
cooperation
rather
than
conflict.
of the
and jobs.
Coleman
(1957)
notes
most
evels
of economy,
development,
The
manifestation
of to
conflict
can canfrom
nflict
may
to
strengthen
boundaries
between
nal
and
dissatisfaction
Theorists
noted
that
be functional to groups,
flict
inascertaining
social
organizations.
According
Coser
ns conflicts
ofdissension
the
strength
ofnew
ity
follow
definite
patterns,
including
movement
provides
forwork
the
emergence
ofhave
norms
ofconflict
and societies.
In emerge.
ups;
atosharper
distinction
between
thetowards
groups
raceissues and
and
enables
a general,
group
to restructure
te
by
surfacing
shortcomings.
s. behavior
cific
thecommunities,
movement
new
dissatisfactions.
cation, and movement from issues to personal attacks.
nflictrole
creates
bondsinbetween
loosely has
structured
The
of conflict
the community
been vigorously
ups, unifying
dissentMuch
and unrelated
elements.
among
sociologists.
of the earlier
discussion focused on
s to systems theory and structural functionalism. These
es tended to view conflict as dysfunctional, representing a
a mal-integration, or a "disequilibrium" in the system (Parsons,
Thus, while existence of conflict was acknowledged, conflict was
more as an abnormality that needed to be fixed. Society, and
ity

as

The Functions of Social Conjlict

1.

2.
3.

4.

Published by eGrove, 1996

3

Journal of Rural Social Sciences, Vol. 12 [1996], Iss. 1, Art. 5

Southern Rural Sociology
6.
Conflict works as a stimulus to reduce stagnation; it may(1958),
alter society.
Sanders devotes
only a few pages to conflict and refers to mediation

Coser shows that conflict is an expected outcome of social interaction that
can have important benefits for groups and society as a whole. Others,
such as Alinsky (1971), demonstrate that principles of conflict can be
applied effectively within community development.
Despite the potential benefits of conflict, it is given little attention
in community literature. While both Christenson and Robinson (1989)
and Poplin (1979) have a chapter on conflict, most classic community
textbooks do not discuss community conflict to any great degree. For
example, in The Community:An Introduction to a Social System
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strong or strong conflict between poor people and rich people and
between management and workers. The respondents also felt there was
considerable conflict between unemployed and employed people (44.4
percent very strong and strong conflict, combined). In all cases, a subsample of black respondents felt there was higher conflict than did the
total population.
Table 1. Perceived conflict among groups in the United States based
on the General Social Survey, 1987.a

I
Contrast groups

Total respondents

I

Black subsarnple

Percent very strong
and strong conflict

Percent very strong
and strong conflict

Poor people and rich
people

57.6%

67.0%

Working class and
middle class

19.8%

4 1.2%

51.1%

59.1%

Unemployed and
employed people
Management and
workers

I

I

Fanners and city
35.1%
43 .O%
people
'Data taken from the General Social Survey Data and Information Retrieva
System (GSSDIRS) on the World Wide Web (http://www.icpsr.umich.edu~gss/:
In a study of the general population in Kentucky, Hustedde and
Gage (1995) asked respondents a series of questions about community
conflict. In response to the question, "Has your community faced a
serious conflict within the last year?" 55 percent of the respondents
indicated yes. The largest number of the community conflicts were
concerned with environmental (38.3 percent) or development issues (29.7
percent). Forty percent felt that the conflict was handled in hostile ways
which destroyed relationships.

Published by eGrove, 1996

5

Journal of Rural Social Sciences, Vol. 12 [1996], Iss. 1, Art. 5

Southern Rural Sociology
CONFLICT AND THE COMMUNITY
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within
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is useful to begin the discussion with some notion of what we
mean by community. Community has generally been defined in terms of
space, people, interaction, shared institutions and values, and distribution
of power, and as a social system (Warren, 1978).
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place where people interact to meet their daily needs. "
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place as a result of the locality-relevant finctions
(production-distribution-consumption, socialization, social
control, social participation, and mutual support) and
involves aspects of exchange, power, shared values, and
conflict (Warren, 1978).

Meeting daily needs: Most theories of community express
community as a place where people seek to meet their basic
needs. Warren (1978) suggests the locality-relevant
functions of the community are
Production-Distribution-Consumption
Socialization
Social Control
Social Participation
Mutual Support
Warren goes on to suggest that the vitality of our communities
can be measured in terms of how well these functions are performed and
the degree to which they are performed locally, or at least expressed in
terms of local goals and objectives. This concept leads towards Warren's
theory of how communities have changed from places where the
preponderance of interaction lies along horizontal ties within the
community to places where there is an increase of vertical ties to entities
outside the community. Horizontal ties are linkages among individuals
and groups that take place on the community level. Vertical ties are
linkages of local individuals and groups with contacts within the larger
society.
If community is a place where people interact to meet their daily
needs, then community conflict takes place within a geographic area and
relates to people's interaction. Community conflicts arise over the
production and consumption of goods (labor strikes and disputes over the
siting of a new industrial plant); socialization (arguments over curriculum
in the schools); social control (the use of excessive police force when
dealing with minorities); social participation (the tensions between church
and state); and mutual support (the battle over the proper response to
unwanted pregnancies).
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CONFLICT AND C O M M ' DEVELOPMENT
Warren's work (1978) suggests that communities can be
differentiated by their relative autonomy in community matters, the
coincidence of service areas, the psychological identification of members
to the locality, and the strength of horizontal patterns. Problems within
a community arise for many reasons, some of which are extra-local in
nature. However, the difliculties communities face when responding to
problems can in part be traced to weaknesses along these dimensions.
From this perspective, community development can be viewed as
strategies to assist communities improve their quality of life by building
leadership and local identification, increasing local involvement,
strengthening local ties, and making vertical ties work for the community.
Wilkinson and others have elaborated upon this notion by distinguishing
between development in the community and development of the
community, the latter being purposive efforts to strengthen local
community ties (Wilkinson, 1972, 1985; see also Shaffer & Summers,
1989). Thus, community development is seen as a locally driven
approach involving local people. The community developer who is
outside the community is typically seen as assisting change through one
of three approaches: self-help, technical assistance, and conflict
(Christenson, 1989).
Self-Help Approach. The self-help approach is one in which the
community development specialist takes on the role of facilitator and
educator. Assistance is often provided through training and leadership
development to prepare community members to respond to their own
community issues. In this approach, the specialist is seen as neutral and
unbiased, allowing community members to make their own decisions
based on information. Public policy approaches that involve discussions
of choices, alternatives, and consequences would most likely fall into this
sphere of community development.
Technical Assistance Approach. Some community issues
require the assistance of a consultant, who provides technical support for
efforts such as needs assessment surveys, focus groups, economic
development planning, and grant writing. The role of the community
development specialist is to provide the technical expertise needed by the
community, but the decisions surrounding the need, use, and
implementation of the information are left to the community.

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jrss/vol12/iss1/5
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Conflict Approach. In the conflict approach, the community
development specialist has traditionally been seen as an organizer of the
"have-nots" who is actively involved in the formation of issues as well as
strategies to address issues. In the conflict approach the concerns of
neutrality are mitigated by the need to help some members of the
community have a greater role in matters that affect their lives. This
approach has been used when community members are highly stratified
and there are large differentials in power among the actors.
The self-help and technical assistance approaches are by far the
dominant approaches to community development, particularly that
practiced in universities and through the Cooperative Extension Service.
Within the Cooperative Extension Service and the larger land grant
mission, direct involvement in community affairs has been fiowned upon
as beyond the scope of the mission. Thus, areas of conflict within
communities have often been referred to as not being "teachable
moments" and as not appropriate for the involvement of Extension
personnel. At the county level, Extension agents have often felt that
involvement in controversial issues would be viewed as taking sides or
a loss of neutrality, and thus would be detrimental to their ability to work
effectively within the community.
There are normative approaches or principles for community
development that have shaped practitioners' activities. For example, the
SEED Program at the University of Kentucky (Social and Economic
Education for Development) emphasizes the following principles:

Implementing projects locally
Fostering broad citizen participation
Developing the community both economically and socially
Building leadership skills for future projects
Strengthening the community's human resources
Building on the unique aspects of the local community
Similarly, the Community Development Society publishes a list
of "Principles of Good Practice," which includes the following:
Promote active and representative citizen participation
so that community members can meaningfblly influence
decisions that affect their lives.
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Engage community members in problem diagnosis so
that those affected may adequately understand the
causes of their situation.
Help community leaders understand the economic,
social, political, environmental, and psychological
impact associated with alternative solutions.
Assist community members in designing and
implementing a plan to solve agreed-upon problems by
emphasizing shared leadership and active citizen
participation in that process.
Disengage from any effort that is likely to affect
adversely the disadvantaged segments of a community.
Actively work to increase leadership capacity (skills,
confidence, and aspirations) in the community.

These principles guide practitioners in terms of what kinds of
activities they engage in, as well as the way they go about their work.
They emphasize local involvement, a sense of fairness, sustainable
activities, and inclusiveness of all effected parties. These principles,
coupled with the discussion of the various roles in community
development, provide guidelines for practitioners to decide which issues
to get involved with and in what manner. They suggest that there is a role
for practitioners in issues that
Are community wide
Involve multiple parties
Require technical or process expertise
Build linkages among groups
Build leadership
Many of these conditions apply in community conflicts.
Thus far I have shown that conflict is an expected force in
community life. As a place where people interact, the community will
necessarily involve conflict among various groups, particularly over
locality-relevant functions. However, the scholarly literature provides
little insight into the nature or prevalence of these community conflicts.
When acknowledged, conflict has been seen by many practitioners as
something toavoid, despite the seeming appropriateness of involvement
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There are of course wonderful exceptions in the programs of a
few innovators, but I would argue that most community development as
practiced by land grant universities is based on an assumption of
consensus and not conflict. However, there are potential dangers in
Extension professionals avoiding conflict in communities or attempting
to use a consensus approach when conflict arises. In the former case, we
risk being ineffective and unable to respond to the real needs of the
community. In the latter case, we may serve to perpetuate inequalities
and unequal participation in the community. Perhaps the lack of
involvement in conflict, particularly for community development
practitioners in land grant institutions, stems from lack of good models
for practice. It is my belief that alternative dispute resolution strategies
such as mediation can provide useful models.

ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES TO DISPUTE RESOLUTION
MEDIATION

&
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One alternative approach is mediation. Mediation can be used
in a range of issues, from domestic disputes to multi-party disputes that
affect large numbers of people in a community. The latter are referred to
as "Environmental Mediation" or "Public Policy Mediation," which is the
main focus for the rest of this paper (CDR Associates, 1994). These
disputes are community or regional in nature, often involve more than
two parties, and often require a year or more to resolve. Mediation is
related to a number of strategies for resolving community conflict, from
facilitation to issue gatherings using the Kettering Foundation's approach.
It has been embraced by a number of disciplines as an alternative to
costly litigation (see, for example, "Alternative dispute resolution."
[1993]. Kentucky Bench and Bar, 57[4]) or in extremely volatile
community conflicts.
The terms mediation,facilitation, and negotiation, often used in
settings of public policy and community issues, have very different
meanings and applications. All of these approaches have some relevance
in community development and community sociology. Table 2 lists
some characteristics of each process to help clarify differences and
similarities. Mediation is the intervention of an acceptable, impartial, and
neutral third party in assisting two or more individuals (or groups) in a
dispute or conflict. Mediation 'may involve a couple in a divorce
settlement or a whole community deciding the location of a new airport.
The goal of mediation is to assist the parties in voluntarily reaching their
own mutually acceptable settlement. The role of the mediator is to help
people in conflict to coordinate and be more effective in their bargaining
so as to reach a settlement or agreement. Mediation is non-adversarial in
its approach and does not seek to judge the positions or interests of the
parties. In fact, part of the mediation process is to illuminate the
positions of the parties to increase understanding. For mediation to work,
the mediator must be viewed as having no decision-making power or
authority to force an agreement.
Facilitation is the assistance of an impartial individual in the
design and conduct of a problem-solving process. The goal of facilitation
is to improve the problem-solving process so that the participants may
arrive at their jointly agreed upon goal. The role of the facilitator is to
design the process to enhance discussion in a fair and impartial way. The
facilitator conducts the meeting to maximize participation of the parties.
Facilitation often lasts for only a meeting or two.

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jrss/vol12/iss1/5

12

Ilvento: Conflict in the Community: A Challenge for Land Grant Universitie

Rvento

105

Table 2. Defining characteristics of alternative methods of dealing
with conflict.

has a stake in

In contrast to the other two approaches, in which the professional
must be seen as neutral, negotiation involves a professional representing
one of the parties. Labor disputes and collective bargaining often involve
negotiators. Negotiation is a problem-solving process in which two or
more people voluntarily discuss their differences and attempt to reach a
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Table 3. Appropriateness of facilitation, negotiation and mediation
in conflict situations.

The sense of a
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A CLOSER LOOK AT MEDIATION: HOW DOES IT WORK?

Most forms of environmental mediation use some form of
principled negotiation made popular by Fisher and Ury (1991).
Principled negotiation is often contrasted to more traditional forms of
positional bargaining, in which the parties begin with a position on a
dispute and debate their points of view. As an alternative to a position
approach, principled negotiation is based on the following four elements
of negotiation: people, interests, options, and criteria.
People: Separate the People from the Problem. As Coleman
(1957) noted, conflicts often move rapidly from the issue to personal
antagonism. The mediator has two kinds of interests, the substance of the
issue(s) and the relationship between the parties. However, problems
often arise when relationships (or lack thereof) become entangled with
the problem. Positional bargaining tends to put the relationship and the
issue in conflict with each other. However, principled negotiation seeks
to separate the relationship from the substance and deal directly with the
people problem. According to Fisher and Ury (1991), the mediator can
do this by discerning the parties' positions, perceptions, and values;
recognizing the presence and role of each party's emotions; improving
the level of communication among parties; and preventing problems by
building trust. The mediator's facilitation and communication skills are
very important in these efforts.
Interests: Focus on Interests, Not Positions. Too often in
community conflicts, the focus is on positions rather than underlying
interests. Positions often appear rigid and inflexible. For example, in a
landfill dispute one position could be, "We do not want the landfill
located in our county." However, further probing could reveal that the
underlying interests might be concerns about health, traffic, or property
values. Interests are the fears and desires that cause people to take a
particular position. The interests of the parties may or may not be
compatible and may or may not be at odds. In contrast, positions often
lead to stalemates and increased conflict. A mediator's role is to help
people identi@ their interests rather than their positions and seek a
solution based on these interests. In some cases, the parties may not be
fully aware of their interests, so the mediator seeks ways to help them
discover them. Through this process of guided self-discovery, the parties
can examine, discuss, and possibly satisfy their interests.

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jrss/vol12/iss1/5

16

Ilvento: Conflict in the Community: A Challenge for Land Grant Universitie

Ilvento

Options: Invent Options for Mutual Gain. In many conflicts,
Zerhusen,
well
as on 199
should
beRegardless,
lawyers
who
have
trained
of fairness,
and integrity.
the
rolebeen
of the
the parties tendprinciples
to view the
situationjustice,
as a "fixed
pie"
with
little
or no
When
parties
are
mediation
course.
outside
the leg
options.
conflict
isoften
a widlose
or zero
sum
affair
rather
than
ahelp them
mediator
isitto
help
the
parties
discuss
their
standards
and Those
arrive
locked Thus
in anthe
impasse,
is useful
for
them
to
focus
on objective
search
for alternatives
common
ground.
One strategy
iswill
to "expand
at can
objective
criteria
legal
training,
while
perhaps advantageou
standards
that
beoragreed
upon.
For example,
how
the
parties
theknow
pie" before
identifying
potential
resolving
thethey
conflict.
Init is moredebate
Instead,
important
that traffic
flow is
reducedoptions
or thatfor
everyone
agrees
onargue,
drinking
There
is
a continuing
abou
this
approach
the
mediator
helps
the
parties
look
for
mutual
gain
and
the
mediator
and
his
or
her
skills,
some
of
water standards? For there to be trust, mutually agreed
criteria
must
as a upon
mediator
(Paquin
additional
that might
help
stated
interests.
as
neutral
all parties, rephrasing i
be set. resources
These standards
may
be address
based on
research,
past to
experience,
accepted
practice,
andongovernment
or industry
standards,
information from both sides and moving t
Criteria:
Insist
Using Objective
Criteria.
and managing conflict among the parties

as

Other Aspects of Being a Mediator

&

Zerhusen, 1993).

ue set of skills that must be cultivated and built

(Paquin &
A
seen as neutral in another. However,
is not
for everyone.
Furthermore,
a mediator might be
ho are not comfortable with being
a mediator
may have
roles
effective
in one
situation,
but not
be
nd promoting
mediation
as an
alternative
strategy.

Published by eGrove, 1996

17

Journal of Rural Social Sciences, Vol. 12 [1996], Iss. 1, Art. 5

Southern Rural Sociology
Environmental Mediation and Community Development
Environmental mediation fits well within community
development frameworks. Environmental mediation is compatible with
all of the practices listed by the Community Development Society as
"Principles of Good Practice." Environmental mediation seeks to be
inclusive. By providing mechanisms for disenfranchised, low-income,
and generally uninvolved community members to participate in decisions
which affect their lives, it strives to bring all the relevant parties to the
table, including ones who usually are excluded or uninvited. Once the
parties are at the table, environmental mediation encourages them to
participate actively in the process of problem solving and of developing
the final outcome. It helps the parties to understand the social and
economic forces that shape the issue, as well as the interests of the other
parties, and to agree upon a solution which involves each party in the
responsibilities to implement, monitor, or evaluate progress. As a low
cost alternative to litigation, environmental mediation affords more
people the opportunity to participate. Also, by involving participants in
a lengthy mediation process, it helps them build their capacity for future
community development activities. Environmental mediation allows
people to decide for themselves, encourages "leadership by doing," and
fosters increased understanding among groups in this process, all of
which engender good community development.

THE ROLE O F LAND GRANT UNIVERSITIES IN
ENVIRONMENTAL MEDIATION
Land grant universities can get involved in environmental
mediation in a number of ways, most of which follow along the
traditional roles of research, teaching, and extension. In some cases rural
sociologists have a unique role to play in the process, while in others we
are but one of many groups involved in mediation.
Currently, there is very little research on mediation in general or
environmental mediation in particular. As noted earlier, little research in
rural sociology has focused on conflict. However, there are many
opportunities for research that could contribute greatly to the
development and use of mediation. Case studies are needed to examine
and test various aspects of successful (or unsuccessful) mediation,
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including the role and style of the mediator, the type of dispute, and the
socio-economic class of the participants. Research could also focus on
the conditions under which mediation ought to occur, an evaluation of
different types of conflict resolution, and further elaboration of
community conflict. From a community sociology perspective, research
on the attitudes, experiences, and changes of the participants in
environmental mediation would be useful to future practitioners.
Within the land grant university, students need to be schooled in
mediation and other strategies for conflict resolution. As more colleges
of agriculture develop majors in environmental sciences or natural
resources, conservation, and management, the need for exposure to
mediation strategies will become greater. Students in many of these
fields can expect to come into contact with conflict in their involvement
in community projects. Mediation skills can be seen as another set of
generalized skills (such as communication and writing) needed in a
competitive workplace.
Within Extension, mediation can perhaps have the most impact.
Danielson and Garber (1993) suggest three roles Extension can play:
facilitator, promoter/educator, and practicing mediator. The three roles
require some direct knowledge of mediation and its application to
community conflict. The first role is one of recognizing the role
mediation can play in a community dispute, educating participants on its
value, and helping to arrange an neutral third party to serve as a mediator.
As a facilitator, the Extension educator is not directly involved in the
dispute, but assists the parties in coming into mediation. The facilitator
may also serve a role in convening or assessing the local situation prior
to the mediation process.
The role of promoter/educator is similar to the classroom role
listed above, but in this case the clientele are other Extension educators,
administrators, state and local officials, and community members. Much
of the other conflict resolution education would fit into the
promoter/educator's efforts. One of the oldest examples of conflict
resolution education materials is Jeny Robinson's Conflict Management
Training Program (1978), which has been used in many leadership
programs. A more recent program, Public Conflict: Turning Lemons into
Lemonade (1995b), developed by Ron Hustedde at the University of
Kentucky, has been successful in training Extension educators,
administrators, and public officials. These programs increase awareness
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about conflict and provide participants with tools to address conflict in
the workplace and public meetings. Other types of materials provide
more detailed information on mediation as a strategy in community
conflicts (see, for example, Allen, 1992; Hustedde, 1995a; Ilvento et al.,
1995). These materials seek to introduce the audience to mediation as a
viable alternative in conflict.
The role of mediator presents the greatest challenge to traditional
roles of the land grant university. Even though the mediator must be seen
as a neutral third party in a dispute, the notion that university personnel
would be directly involved in a community dispute as a mediator is still
sensitive. Administrators have been slow to support this role, and many
rural sociologists have been reluctant to take it on. There are several
reasons for this reluctance. The first is obvious: the reward structure is
not in place to recognize this work. Mediation can be an intensive,
lengthy process that does not necessarily result in publications or research
articles. It is also difficult to evaluate in an outcome-based program
model. Some Extension educators are reluctant to be held accountable in
mediation activities. A second, less obvious reason is that environmental
mediation can often require long periods of time to complete, up to one
year or more in some cases. Few faculty or Extension educators are able
to commit that amount of time to this process. However, a few rural
sociologists have served as mediators in small claims court, family
relations, organizational conflicts, and community disputes. In these
cases practitioners typically did not commit large blocks of time to
mediation, and their experiences subsequently provided valuable insight
for research, teaching, and extension education.
Regardless of the role taken, research, teaching, or Extension, the
key to the involvement of land grant institutions in community conflict
and mediation lies with administrators (Danielson & Garber, 1993).
Unless administrators see the value of mediation and are willing to
support research, teaching, and Extension programs in this area,
involvement of faculty will be limited. While some institutions have
supported mediation in the various roles, greater support is still needed.
CONCLUSIONS
Conflict in communities is ubiquitous and should demand greater
attention from rural sociologists, particularly those involved in
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community development. Sociologists such as Coser, Coleman,
Kaufman, and Wilkinson argue that conflict in a community should be
expected and is a potentially fruitful activity. As issues periodically
emerge in a community, some may be effectively addressed through
collective action, which may involve conflict (Kaufman, 1959). Some
communities respond to the conflict through collaborative strategies,
while others struggle in high-conflict stages (Allen, 1992).
The community development literature suggests that practitioners
have a role in helping communities deal with conflict. While many
community developers are wary of the use of conflict in community
development and of involving themselves in it, their wariness does not
negate the possibility of their providing assistance. Rather than avoiding
conflict, practitioners should find ways to respond by providing
mechanisms with which communities can discuss, participate in, and
resolve conflicts.
Environmental mediation is a strategy through which rural
sociologists can effectively assist a community in resolving conflict.
Furthermore, as rural sociologists study and practice environmental
mediation, they can provide their colleagues, as well as communities,
with a deeper understanding of community conflict and the value of
mediation in resolving differences. Since environmental mediation is
consistent with principles of good practice in community development,
it also is a useful tool for the community development practitioner.
Environmental mediation is a viable area for research, teaching, and
Extension education. I hope that in ten years there will be a greater body
of knowledge on its effectiveness, as well as more education programs in
its use.
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